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Teacher Shannon Gillikin asks her students questions during her kindergarten class at Jackson Via Elementary School on 

Thursday. The division is rolling out a social-and-emotional curriculum division in all preschool and kindergarten classrooms. 



In Shannon Gillikin’s kindergarten class at Jackson-Via Elementary, students 

begin the day sharing their feelings. After a school year of learning to name 

and understand their emotions, the students were able to talk about their 

worries and other feelings with their peers without judgment. 

 
“One thing we talk about all the time is, however you feel is how you feel, 

and we want to affirm that,” Gillikin said. 

 
The recent school year marked the debut in Charlottesville City Schools of a 

social and emotional learning curriculum in all preschool and kindergarten 

classrooms. 
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The program will expand up the grade levels each year. Officials are hoping 

that this new systematic and consistent approach will give all city students a 

common set of tools and language to interact with their peers, to be aware of 

and control their own emotions and to seek out help when needed, among 

other skills. 

 

Gillikin said social-emotional skills are fundamental to student learning. 

 
“I think without social and emotional learning, you aren’t going to get much 

more learning done,” she said. “Especially as they get older, they need to be 

able to self-regulate.” 

 
Social-emotional skills will be part of the core instruction that all students 

receive, similar to reading and math lessons, said Patrick Farrell, the 

intervention and support coordinator for the division. After one year of this 

approach, officials and administrators said they are optimistic about its 

future. 

 
Social-emotional learning addresses the skills that help students learn and 

become independent adults. Similar to reading, math and other subjects, 

social-emotional skills cannot be learned in one year or at a school assembly, 

Farrell said. It’s ongoing. 

 
“Many of our kids come to our school with a lot of these skills in place. 

Many of our kids don’t,” Farrell said. “Just like everything else, let’s not treat 

it as you are operating at a deficit. You just haven’t been taught. We’re going 

to take on the responsibility of teaching you these things.” 

 
Nationally, a growing number of school systems are focusing more on social 

and emotional skills. The issue even received a brief mention during one of 

last week’s Democratic presidential debates. 

 
“We need to start dealing with the trauma that our kids have,” Ohio Rep. Tim 

Ryan said during a debate discussion on gun policy and school shootings. 



“We need trauma-based care in every school. We need social-emotional 

learning in every school.” 

 
Charlottesville schools have been testing social-emotional learning practices 

and strategies in select elementary classrooms since 2017. 

 
“We started there because, frankly, we needed to start somewhere, and we 

knew that,” said Jodie Murphy, a social-emotional learning and mental 

wellness specialist for the division. 

 

After working in those classrooms at Greenbrier and Clark Elementary 

schools, she and Farrell worked to find a way to incorporate social-emotional 

learning into classrooms throughout the division. They landed on using two 

programs — Second Step and Zones of Regulation. 

 
Second Step is a K-8 curriculum that directly teaches social-emotional skills, 

while Zones of Regulation gives students a way to talk about and understand 

their emotions, as well as the tools to manage themselves. 

 
Sheila Sparks, preschool coordinator for the division, said social-emotional 

learning has been part of the preschool program for years. 

 
“But this gives us something that’s really structured,” she said. “... This is a 

common expectation that we are going to work toward this, and we are all 

going to use the common language.” 

 
Preschool, which is for children 3 to 4 years old, is the foundation of the 

school system, so it’s important to build a solid foundation and have 

consistency for students, Sparks said. 

 
“That, for me, is paramount to everything else,” she said of social-emotional 

learning. “If they don’t have that solid emotional regulation and the social 

skills, then they can know math and they can know literacy, but they are not 

going to be able to really use it effectively. That social and emotional 



learning is really important because we’re building people.” 

 
Sparks hopes students who grow up with these skills will be able to use their 

words to express their emotions and resolve conflicts in a productive way. 

 
“They are going to have their own jargon that they’ll work with in their 

head,” she said. “That really is our goal — that it becomes part of their fiber.” 

 

In the Zones of Regulation framework, people can be in the blue, green, 

yellow or red zone. Green in the goal, and it means that the individual is 

ready to work, happy and speaking calmly. 

 
When Gillikin kicked off her class at Jackson-Via, she asked students what 

zone they were in. On that morning, most students said they were blue, 

meaning they were either tired, not feeling well or hungry. The rest said they 

were green. 

 
During a school day, students can move throughout the zones. On the 

playground, they might be in the yellow zone when they are excited and 

yelling. When they get angry and frustrated, they would be in the red zone. 

 
Gillikin stressed that all the zones and the associated feelings are OK. She 

worked throughout the school year to teach her students how to identify 

which zone they were in, how to get back to green and why it‟s important for 

them to calm down. 

 
“If we’re not in the green zone, we aren’t going to do our best learning,” she 

said. 

 
Gillikin has used the zones in her classroom for a few years. She likes it 

because it gives her and her students a common language to talk about their 

emotions and where they want to be. The system also can be used at home. 

 
“As a grownup, zones have given me a language for myself to recognize my 



feelings and be more mindful,” Gillikin said. 

 
Last summer, Murphy worked with other preschool and kindergarten teachers 

to prepare for the rollout of the curriculum. 

 

Second Step is a scripted curriculum that didn’t require much training, Farrell 

and Murphy said. However, with Zones, teachers have more autonomy in 

how they use it with their students and set up their classrooms. 

 
Gillikin’s room looks like most kindergarten classrooms. But among the 

alphabet posters and number signs are four sheets of paper identifying the 

different zones. The red zone paper is filled with stomping feet, a crying face 

and a fist. 

 
Gillikin said she worked with students at the beginning of the year to make 

the posters. As she introduced the different zones, they talked about what 

they would look like and feel like. 

 
The posters hang above a small area known as the Take a Break space, where 

students can work through a box of tools to refocus and get back to green. 

There’s a pinwheel that they can blow on and a bag of lavender for smelling. 

During the school year, Gillikin taught her students different breathing 

exercises to help them to calm down. 

 

During the morning lesson, Gillikin asked some students if they needed to 

take a break when they seemed distracted or fidgety. Some students go to the 

space on their own, she said, and it doesn’t take very long for them to be 

ready to rejoin their peers. 

 
Farrell and Murphy have heard concerns that the division has so many 

programs or initiatives geared toward mental wellness that teachers, students 

and parents can‟t keep them straight. 

 
To help with their planning efforts, Farrell and Murphy developed three areas 



to focus their efforts on — improving student and adult social and emotional 

learning competencies; intentionally building connected communities; and 

creating and sustaining safe and equitable school environments. 

 
“In the very big picture, that says we are going to teach you these skills, and 

then they are going to use these skills to be able to problem-solve, be able to 

create communities, to be able to have these independent adult skills that we 

want them to have,” Farrell said. 

 
Currently, students at Walker Upper Elementary, Buford Middle and 

Charlottesville High schools are doing various things that focus on applying 

social-emotional skills. 

 
Farrell and Murphy are still working on what a social-emotional curriculum 

will look like at those three schools and what skills they want students to 

have at different grade levels. Building out the full scope and sequence a K- 

12 social-emotional curriculum is part of the work they’re doing this summer. 

 
“What does it look like in kindergarten and what does it look like in 12th 

grade?” Farrell said. “So that way, we aren’t saying, we do Second Step. No, 

we do social and emotional learning. Second Step gets us to this. But maybe 

it’s not for the high school. And for the high school, how else are we going to 

skill-build in high school?” 

 

At the elementary level, some schools are interested in rolling out Second 

Step and Zones of Regulation more quickly than Farrell and Murphy had 

planned, they said. Jackson-Via already uses zones school-wide, Gillikin 

said. 

 
“One remarkable thing, almost no one is pushing back, saying we don’t need 

this,” Farrell said. “It’s more, we want to do this and what’s the best way to 

do this? And that’s a great conversation ... This is almost as important as the 



academics. Because it puts kids in a place to be able to access the 

academics.” 



 

'Long way to go': School 

divisions changing tactics to 

boost teacher diversity 
By KATHERINE KNOTT Sep 14, 2019 

  





Bria Williams can count on one hand how many teachers she had who 

looked like her during her 13 years at Charlottesville City Schools. So 

can Chiaka Chuks, a product of Albemarle County schools. 

 

“I can remember being sad about not having that many African American 

teachers,” said Williams, a first grade teacher at Johnson Elementary. 

 

In fact, Williams can still remember the African American teacher she didn’t get in 

elementary school. 

 

“She would come to school in her dashiki patterns and with her hair 

all braided,” she said. “She was just unapologetically herself, her 

African American self.” 

Williams and Chuks returned to the area this year to teach and to give their 



students an experience they didn’t have. Chuks is teaching second grade at 

Cale Elementary. 

Bringing more diverse teachers into the classroom is a priority for the city 

and county schools, Virginia and the country. Local school systems have 

made some progress in recent years but have not seen substantial gains 

toward that goal, according to an analysis of demographic data. 

 

Locally, 89% of teachers are white in Albemarle County, in Charlottesville, 

86% are white. That’s compared with 64% white students in the county and 

41% of students in Charlottesville. Nationally, 80% of teachers are white, 

compared with nearly 50% of students. 

 

“One of the things that I know is that we do have a long way to go,” Clare 

Keiser, assistant superintendent for organizational development and human 

resource leadership, said at Thursday‟s meeting. “There’s no doubt about 

that.” 

In fact, if a black student has one teacher who looks like them, then they are 13% 

more likely to enroll in college than those who didn’t have any black teachers, 

according to a working paper from the National Bureau of Economic Research. 

Williams and the other 70 new hires in Charlottesville this year make up one 

of the most diverse classes in recent years for the school system. About a 

third of the new hires are from underrepresented groups. Division leaders 

point to a focus on diversity, various equity initiatives and building 

relationships with teacher candidates for that growth. 

 

Underrepresented races and ethnicities made up about 17% of new hires in 

Albemarle County, the largest percentage since the 2014-15 school year. 

Division recruiters say those goals are challenged by a small applicant pool and 

competition. 

 

“We are not the only school division that recognizes the need for our 

students to see people that look like them and have experiences like them, 

people they can relate to,” Keiser said. 
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At Thursday’s county School Board meeting, members wanted to set goals 

for hiring more diverse faculty and wondered what the city schools did to 

boost their numbers. 

 

“Their hires look almost like a United Nations meeting compared to ours,” board 

member Graham Paige said. 

 

In a rapidly diversifying state such as Virginia, the need to bring in more 

teachers of color is great, a task force concluded in 2017, and doing so will 

require multi-faceted solutions. A recent change in teacher education 

programs at Virginia colleges and universities is expected to bring in more 

candidates and boost the pool’s diversity. Other 

divisions are developing “Grow Your Own” programs to get high school students 

interested in teaching. 

 

Mitsuko Clemmons-Nazeer, assistant director of human resources for the 

city schools, said it’s important to have more diverse teachers in order to 

provide role models for every child. 

“It’s the right thing to do,” she said. “ … We shouldn’t be given credit for 

things we are supposed to be doing. We are supposed to be serving all 

children. That‟s the whole point.” 

Diversity data 

Ten years ago, M. Rick Turner went before the county School Board to call 

out the dearth of diversity among the county schools staff, according to a 

Daily Progress article. Turner was then president of the Charlottesville- 

Albemarle NAACP. 

 

At that time, 92.2% of the teachers were white, compared with 73.3% of the 

students, according to a Daily Progress analysis of county data. Since then, 

the percentage of white teachers has dropped by 3 percentage points. 

Meanwhile, the demographics of county students has shifted more quickly. 

In the 2018-19 school year, about 64% of Albemarle students were white, a 

9-point drop in the last decade. 



Schools Superintendent Matt Haas has highlighted this disparity and wants 

the diversity among teachers to mirror the student population within the next 

10 years. 

“I know that sounds like a long time, but if we’d started working on this 10 

years ago, we would have it now,” Haas said at Thursday’s School Board 

meeting. 

The Virginia Department of Education has set a goal to increase the 

percentage of minority teachers statewide to 35% by 2040. 

Likewise, the African-American Teaching Fellows, a local nonprofit that is 

key partner for both divisions, wants to have two black teachers in every 

city and county school by 2024. The organization announced the goal for 50 

total fellows to celebrate its 15th year. 

 

Created by concerned local citizens to address the lack of African American 

teachers in academic classes, the organization has recruited more than 40 

fellows to area public schools. AATF started hired fellows annually in fall 

2011. 

The organization recruits students to the area and then provides them with 

scholarships and support. 

 

Tamara Dias, executive director of AATF, said meeting that goal will be 

challenging, citing the declining number of black students who want to be 

teachers. 

Albemarle County’s student demographics vary by school, and much of its 

diversity is concentrated in and around the urban ring, according to the 

Progress analysis. 

At a third of the county schools, white students make up less than 60% of the 

student body, and the gap between teacher and student diversity is more 

magnified. For example, at Greer Elementary, white students account for 

26% of the student population, while the white teachers make up 93% of the 

staff. 

https://www.dailyprogress.com/news/local/aatf-aims-to-put-two-black-teachers-in-city-county/article_9d6e2d92-54e0-11e9-953b-d3449e0da
https://www.dailyprogress.com/news/local/aatf-aims-to-put-two-black-teachers-in-city-county/article_9d6e2d92-54e0-11e9-953b-d3449e0da
https://www.dailyprogress.com/news/local/aatf-aims-to-put-two-black-teachers-in-city-county/article_9d6e2d92-54e0-11e9-953b-d3449e0da


The other schools with similar student bodies are Agnor-Hurt, Woodbrook, 

Cale, Hollymead elementaries; Burley and Jack Jouett middle schools; and 

Albemarle High School. 

Keiser said the focus on teacher diversity is division-wide right now, rather 

than on closing gaps at the individual schools. During this hiring season, she 

said the priority was schools that didn’t have any teachers of color — six, as 

of October 2018. 

 

Virginia is one of a handful of states that doesn’t track the diversity of its 

teachers, according to the Richmond Times-Dispatch. 

Albemarle County publishes an annual report of its hiring and staffing at a division 

and school level, though the 

detail of information provided has varied over the last decade. Charlottesville 

City Schools doesn’t have as robust of a dataset. In response to a Daily 

Progress request, city staff provided the demographics of its teachers at 

division level, broken down into three categories: white, black and other. 

 

 

 

Charlottesville Teacher Demographics 

Teachers 2015-16 2016-17 2017-18 2018-19 

White 363 383 387 410 

Black 53 53 50 48 

Other 13 14 26 17 

Total 428 450 463 475 
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Recruiting 

Chuks, the new second grade teacher, said she’s one of six black teachers at 

Cale this year, which she said is “a step in the right direction.” Cale had the 

most diverse faculty in 2018-19. 

 

“At my previous school division, I was the only person of color on my team, 

and I was one of 12,” she said. “It was very hard. The first experience I had 

there, I was mistaken as a teacher aide. Parents didn’t actually acknowledge 

me as a teacher.” 

 

Chuks, who has taught for five years, had set her sights on teaching in 

Albemarle. She said the division‟s push toward culturally responsive 

teaching helped to draw her back home. 

 

That means a lot to Chuks, who said she didn‟t have many teachers she could 

relate to when she was a student. She plans to get more involved in the 

division’s CRT certification program. 

 

“It’s the conversation that everyone needs to accept, and I’m ready to be a 

part of the conversation,” she said. 

 

Over the summer, every county teacher participated in a professional 

development session about culturally responsive teaching that involved 

examining their own values and biases. That training showed Chuks that 

conversations about how race affects education and their students’ lives 

wouldn’t be swept under the rug. 

 

“I feel like it’s so much more open now to know that race impacts us every 

day,” she said. “I’m happy that it’s a conversation that we can have and that 

we don’t have to feel bad about having. We can just bring it to the forefront. 



Let’s just be open about it. It affects our lives in every single aspect. Let’s be 

open and honest about it and try to create resolutions for these barriers.” 

 

“Always be home” 

Williams, the first grade teacher at Johnson, did not know if she wanted to 

come back to Charlottesville to teach. She read the critical article from The 

New York Times and ProPublica that highlights the division‟s achievement 

gaps and looked at the school system‟s data. 

 

“I thought, “I can’t go be a part of that,” she said. ‟That’s a problem, and I’m 

not interested in a problem.” 

 

But after looking at other divisions and reviewing her options, Williams 

decided to come home and be a part of the solution. 

 

“This will always be home, and the solution starts with you,” she said. “ … In 

spite of the problems that every district has, I realized what an asset that I 

could be to my community. I thought about those handful of black 

teachers that I had. It takes one to start. You have to start somewhere.” 

 

The hiring of Denise Johnson to be the supervisor of equity and inclusion and 

the division’s family engagement team showed her that Charlottesville wasn’t 

just talking about its issues but was taking action. 

In recruiting trips and interviews, Charlottesville has seen a number of 

candidates in their efforts to improve equity, said Clemmons-Nazeer, who 

moved from the county to the city school system a year ago. 

“I never heard in any of the screening interviews that this was going to be 

easy work, and I could feel that people are really invested in the work of 

equity, and they wanted to be a part of that experience,” she said. 

 

https://www.nytimes.com/2018/10/16/us/charlottesville-riots-black-students-schools.html
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Gary Blair, human resources director for Charlottesville, said bringing in 

Clemmons-Nazeer was a key factor in this year‟s hiring class. 

 

“I would put her recruiting skills up against anyone I‟ve worked with in 45 

years,” he said. 

 

Building relationships with prospective teachers early is essential for the city 

and other divisions, Blair said. 

 

Clemmons-Nazeer said she doesn’t focus on the career fairs as much, instead 

reaching candidates through social media and at conferences. She’ll talk to 

high school students who might want to be a teacher. 

 

“We started looking at other ways we could be creative in getting ourselves 

out there,” she said. “We’ll still go [to the fairs], but it’s just not like it was 

before.” 

 

The city and county schools also offer letters of intent to candidates. By law, 

school divisions can‟t give a contract to a new teacher until the budget is 

approved. The letters of intent allow them to make an offer early in the year 

before vacancies are finalized and to lock in the candidates they want. 

 

Retention 

Recruiting more teachers of color means little if they don’t stick around. 

 

Albemarle County had a net gain of nine minority teachers, according to a 

School Board presentation. Haas told board members he was pleased to hear 

that they were making progress. 

 



“We have nine more than we had last year, because for several years, we‟re 

having net losses, making hires and each year losing ground,” he said. “I can 

promise you that we’re going to keep making progress every year.” 

 

For Chuks, the diversity of administrators throughout the county gives her 

confidence in a future career path. 

 

“That was something that I didn’t experience during my time here in 

Albemarle as a student,” she said. “ … I think that gives me that motivation 

to know that I can be an instructional coach, that I can work my way up and 

be an administrator at this level and in Albemarle.” 

 

Williams said she would need support and transparency from administrators 

to stay. 

 

Among the different schools, she said the division should ensure that 

everybody feels connected and supported if they need things. She also 

suggested finding ways for staff of color to integrate and share their culture 

with people who maybe don’t know or understand African American students 

and communities. 

 

“To keep them energized and to have them integral to increasing the cultural 

competence of other teachers, other new teachers, so that we can best serve 

all of the students in the community,” she said of retaining the diverse group 

of new teachers. 

 

Williams said she’s excited about the equity councils that are starting at each 

Charlottesville school. But she wants to make sure the councils are 

representative of the school and inclusive of all voices. 

 



The division is restructuring its mentorship program for first- and second-

year teachers and supporting teachers of color, in part, by making 

connections with groups such as the Black Professional Network and AATF. 

At the end of the day, Williams said she wants to feel supported, loved and 

valued, which will benefit students. 

 

“Because if teachers and other staff of color don’t feel those things, then it’s 

not going to trickle over to those students,” she said. “And if those things 

aren’t felt by students, they are not going to learn and the numbers will never 

change. We care about how our students feel and if they are valued.” 

 

 



Sidebar: 

New approaches to hiring seen as paths 

toward parity 
By KATHERINE KNOTT  Sep 14, 2019  

 
ZACK WAJSGRAS/THE DAILY PROGRESS First grade teacher Bria Williams teaches during the school day at Johnson Elementary on Friday.  

 

Diversifying the teacher workforce is a “shared challenge,” said Stephanie 

van Hover, chair of the curriculum, design and special education program at 

the University of Virginia. 

 

“We’re brainstorming everything we can do,” she said. 

 

Recently, UVa's Curry School, along with other teacher education programs 

in Virginia, received approval to create a new undergraduate degrees in 

education. Previously, teacher candidates had to earn a bachelor's degree and 

a master’s in order to become certified. 

 

The shorter program won’t be as costly to prospective teachers and will help 

local schools by getting students into the workforce more quickly, local 
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school officials said. Removing those barriers could encourage students from 

diverse backgrounds to consider teacher as a profession. 

 

In 2017, the state’s Task Force on Diversifying Virginia’s Educator 

Pipeline recommended changing the degree program, among several other 

solutions. 

 

“When combined with low teacher pay, the high cost of training is a powerful 

deterrent for young people considering a future in the teaching profession,” 

the task force wrote in its report. 

 

Van Hover said the change will allow the Curry School to recruit high school 

students directly and to build a stronger bridge between UVa and community 

colleges. 

 

“We’re really seeing more high school students in the hallway than ever 

before,” she said, pointing to the new degree program as a reason. 

 

The Curry School currently is admitting students for the program, which will 

start next year. Van Hover said the undergraduate program is key to other 

efforts aimed at bringing in more diverse teachers. 

 

“We’re slogging our way through a difficult problem,” she said. 

 

Local school divisions also are brainstorming ways to change their teacher 

demographics. Looking ahead to next school year, Albemarle officials want 

to host a minority recruitment fair and a teacher workshop, potentially 

partnering with the city schools on those events. 
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Daphne Keiser, director of educator quality for Albemarle County, said the 

fair and workshop would focus on developing relationships with prospective 

candidates and attracting them to the division. 

 

The fair would give candidates “an up-close and personal view of our 

schools, staff and community,” she said during a presentation at Thursday’s 

School Board meeting. “We would also be able to offer early contracts to 

candidates during this event, which would be beneficial in attracting and 

gaining the best candidates.” 

 

The workshop would be open to college students and give them a chance to 

learn from veteran teachers about the division and receive other information 

that would be helpful to their first year of teaching, Daphne Keiser said. The 

veteran teachers participating also could serve as mentors for the prospective 

teachers. 

 

“This event would give prospective teachers a good idea of what we do are 

all about and what we value as a school division, as well as give candidates a 

sense of whether our division would be a good match,” she said. 

 

This year, Albemarle County partnered with the Curry School to start a 

fellows program. Curry School students in the program would work and be 

paid as a teacher assistant or co-teacher in Albemarle County as part of their 

clinical experience. 

 

Four fellows are working in Albemarle this year at Broadus Wood, Cale, 

Meriwether Lewis and Woodbrook elementary schools. 

 

 
 

 

 

 



SPOTLIGHT 

 

Students sing praises of Center 

One 
 KATHERINE KNOTT Mar 10, 2019

 

Mia Donalson, a senior at Western Albemarle High School, works on an art project at Center One at Seminole Place. 

 ANDREW SHURTLEFF/THE DAILY PROGRES  

 

The high school experience in Albemarle County is changing, and a pilot 

center is ground zero for what the future could hold. 

 

Twenty-one high school seniors have taken over part of the second floor of 

the old Comdial Building in Seminole Place, which is the home to the pilot 

center that opened this school year. They’re working on a range of projects 

from sculptures to podcasts and earning class credit. 

 

“Now I wake up and don’t dread learning,” said Joe Rifkin, a senior at 

Albemarle High School who attends Center One at Seminole Place. 

 

Rifkin has worked with Dylan Shifflett, a fellow Albemarle senior, to make 

numerous films and music videos. They and other students at Center One 

sing its praises and enjoy the freedom to decide how they spend their time 

and what they want to work on. 

https://www.dailyprogress.com/users/profile/Katherine%20Knott


 

Center One at Seminole Place, formerly referred to as Albemarle Tech, is the 

first phase of a plan to re-imagine high school in the county and address 

capacity issues. 

 

“They come here because they have this strong interest and passion,” said 

David Glover, the head teacher at Center One. 

 

Officials point to the student experiences and their engagement in the projects 

at the center as evidence of the pilot’s success. The division is hoping to add 

more students in subsequent school years. The center’s capacity is 150 

students, and the goal for next school year is 60 to 80 students. 

 

The School Board opted for the center model in December 2017 after a 

years-long conversation about the needs of the division’s high schools. 

 

Consultants looked at the high school facilities, current capacities and future 

needs. Western Albemarle and Albemarle High schools are projected to be 

over capacity in the coming years. The consultants recommended opening 

campus learning centers. 

 

“It’s looking more at Albemarle County as one big campus with different 

buildings,” said Jeff Prillaman, chief planner for Albemarle’s specialty 

centers. “… It’s looking at our division differently than, ‘you are here and 

you only get the programs offered at this school.’” 

 

Students from any of the high schools can apply and there are no set requirements. 

 

“We’re trying to attract and pull in students who have a strong interest that 

they don’t get to devote a whole lot of time to,” Glover said. 

 

Glover worked at Monticello High School for nine years before moving to 

Center One. Over the years, he worked in the school’s library and taught 

audio production. He said his classes were grounded in the principles of 

project- based learning. 



 

“I definitely feel like I was the right person [for this job],” he said. “I spent 

nine years really preparing for this moment.” 

 

Mia Donalson, a Western Albemarle senior, came to Center One to focus on art. 
 

“Before, I would [work on art projects] after school in my bedroom,” she 

said. “By coming here, I‟m able to expand my passion.” 

 

She mostly works on 3-D sculptures for an Advanced Placement art class. 

She‟s made a ying-yang symbol out of cardboard and a 12-foot dragon, 

among other projects. The dragon was something she joked about making 

before starting at Center One. 

 

“I‟m actually getting to build what I want to build,” she said. “Having the 

chance to create something that I‟ve jokingly said is amazing. I can‟t do that 

anywhere else.” 

 

Donalson recently worked on a sculpture outside a studio space. Other 

students work in studios, small rooms, the workshop or the commons area. 

Glover said the spaces have evolved during the year based on student 

interest. 

 

“We designed the learning center so it can be flexible every year,” Glover 

said. 

 

Future plans 
 

The School Board‟s funding request for fiscal year 2020 includes $470,793 

to continue Center One and grow the staff. A second center with a capacity 

of 400 to 600 students is planned to open in 2021, but the division is still 

looking for a location. 

 

The center is a model for High School 2022, an initiative to rethink the high 

school academic experience. It includes incorporating more project-based 



learning and interdisciplinary instruction, among other things. 

 

“Center One is this huge interdisciplinary environment where kids are 

learning all kinds of different skills,” Prillaman said. 

 

He said he envisions the second center as more structured, but he and other 

division officials are still wrestling with how much structure is necessary. 

 

This pilot year has helped division staff to better understand how the center 

model works and what kinds of classes they can support, he said. Hiring 

another instructor is included in the funding request. 

 

“We’ve learned how to be respectful of our neighbors when the students are 

playing music,” he said. “We’ve learned that every trip to Lowe’s to buy 

stuff costs several hundred dollars. There’s a budget component to project- 

based learning that we need to really have a better grasp on.” 

 

Prillaman said each student received a budget for their projects. 

 

“We tried to keep them within that budget,” he said. “It’s something that’s 

challenging. There are some projects that need more money than others.” 

 

Students also have turned to Craigslist and donated items for their projects. 

“There‟s been a lot of scrounging for supplies,” he said. 

 

Class credits 

 
A third of students at Center One are getting credit for core courses needed for 

graduation while the others are getting credit for electives, Prillaman said. 

 

Matching the course to a student’s project requires one-on-one conversations 

and a personalized approach. Glover said he thinks of his role as a project 

manager. 

 



“We want to find a project that connect to students and the curriculum,” he 

said. “We’re offering a lot of [career and technical education] credit.” 

 

Division staff met with each student in the pilot class to determine which 

classes they needed for graduation and how Center One could fulfill those 

requirements. Currently, between Prillaman and Glover, students can take 

English or math at the center in addition to electives. 

 

Prillaman said he has training to teach math, and Glover is qualified to teach 

English and career and technical education. Through projects, students 

demonstrate their competency in the course to earn credit. 

 

However, Prillaman acknowledged that a student’s interest doesn’t always 

align with the course they need to graduate. For example, students in his 

statistics course have a typical 90-minute class twice a week at the center 

and then return to their projects. 

 

“Some things you can’t fit into what it is they are doing,” he said. 

 

For seniors who have fulfilled graduation requirements, Prillaman said 

Center One gives them an opportunity to fill their schedule with more than 

study halls, early releases and late arrivals. 

 

“Now, they’re in an environment where they are learning and collaborating 

with other kids,” he said. “… For some kids, this is a chance to come in and 

do something and work with people or work with professionals that they 

wouldn‟t have if they were at home doing this by themselves.” 

 

‘I love it here’ 
 

Monticello senior Jack Kircher came to Center One to work on a sound 

engineering project. In the first semester, he was able to produce his longest 

album so far. 

 



“The music that I’m making, this is my best work,” he said. 

 

Kircher said music is his hobby, and he’s thinking of studying business 

management. At Center One, he’s worked with a team of students on a music 

performance that included building a stage. Beyond music, Kircher said he’s 

learned construction skills and how to manage people. 

 

“I love it here,” he said. “I get to do projects all day.” 

 

However, Kircher and other students said their time at Center One has made 

transitioning back to their base schools more difficult. They enjoy the 

freedom at the center and not having their schedule dictated by bells. 

 

“At my base school, I feel like we’re herded through halls like cattle,” he 

said. 

 

Kircher said his experience at Center One makes him feel more prepared for 

the transition to life after high school. 

 

Donalson, the art student, said that most of the time she’s at Western 

Albemarle, she wants to be at the learning center, where she’s less stressed. 

 

“I have the freedom to express myself,” she said. 


